That  the  Child 


whose  Star  appeared  over 
a Stable 

may  fill  your  Christmas  Day 
with  joy  of  earth 
and  hope  of  heaven 
is  the  prayerful  wish  of 
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By  DANIEL  A.  LORD.  SJ. 

CHRISTMAS  has  a way  of  seem- 
ing deceptively  simple.  Any 
child  can  understand  Christmas. 
Indeed  it  may  well  be  that  children 
understand  it  best. 

For  what  could  be  more  easily 
understood  than  the  very  things  that 
ore  dearest  in  that  loveliest  of  days? 
Christmas  is  as  simple  as  a Star,  as 
simple  as  a Baby,  as  simple  as  a 
deserted  Stable  on  a hillside. 

Surely  there  can  be  nothing  diffi- 
cult about  these  precious-  three. 
Understand  them,  and  you  are  deep 
in  the  spirit  and  heart  of  Christmas 
itself. 


There  is  the  Star. 

Everyone  has  at  some  happy  time 
of  his  life  wished  upon  a star.  Or  he 
has  known  a poetic  moment  of 


romcmtic  love  when  he  could  easily 
reach  up  and  gather  a garland  of 
stars  to  weave  into  a crown  for 
his  beloved. 

Everyone  has  loved  a baby.  It 
may  be  his  own.  It  may  be  a baby 
brother.  It  may  be  the  anonymous 
infant  that  of  a sleepy  sudden  smiles 
up  from  a passing  gocart. 

As  for  the  stable,  this  is  clear:  All 
of  us  may  not  be  able  to  aspire  to 
a palace  or  a mansion,  but  the 
stable  is  within  the  possibilities  of 
any  man. 

SIMPLE  indeed  are  the  elements  of 
Christmas  — the  Star,  the  Baby, 
the  Stable  . . . simple  elements  of  the 
feast  that  has  captured  the  heart  of 
the  peasant  and  thrilled  the  genius 
of  the  poet,  that  worked  in  the  angels 
their  sweetest  of  songs  and  revealed 
the  mysteries  of  time  and  eternity  to 
the  untutored  minds  of  shepherds. 

Yes  . . . Christmas  seems  very 
simple,  deceptively  so. 

For  if  you  really  understand  the 
Star,  the  Child,  and  the  Stable,  you 


stx 


understand  God  Himself  and  His 
most  profound  dealings  with  His 
children  upon  earth. 

The  Star  is  the  revelation  of  the 
power  of  God. 

The  Child  is  the  manifestation  of 
the  love  of  God. 

The  Stable  goes  into  the  depths  of 
God's  willingness  to  empty  Himself 
for  love  of  us. 

Simple  manifestations  of  God's  in- 
scrutable greatness  . . . simple  signs 
of  God's  highest  characteristics. 

But  then  God's  revelations  to  man- 
kind are  always  clothed  in  simple 
form.  Indeed  the  simpler  the  form, 
the  deeper  the  wonder  and  the  more 
vast  the  mystery. 

The  adoption  of  the  children  of 
God  in  baptism  is  accomplished  by 
words  and  the  pouring  of  plain 
water.  The  coming  of  the  Holy  Spirit 
is  in  a tongue  of  warming  flame,  in 
the  anointing  of  blessed  oil.  The 
physical  presence  of  the  divine  lover 
is  hidden  under  the  frail  disguise  of 
bread  and  wine. 
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Stars  seem  to  US  a simple  thing, 
for  we  cannot  recall  a time  when 
we  did  not  know  them.  Yet  the  more 
we  know  of  stars,  the  more  miracu- 
lous they  seem.  Once  on  a time  men 
thought  them  the  sparks  that  flew 
from  the  hammer  of  the  creator;  or 
pin-pricks  in  the  floor  of  heaven,  let- 
ting through  celestial  light;  or  tiny 
balloons  with  which  the  angels 
played. 

Now  a scientist  spends  a lifetime 
on  a single  ray  of  light  sent  from  a 
single  star;  and  when  he  ends  his 
life,  the  wonder  is  unexhausted.  Far 
out  beyond  the  reaches  of  measur- 
able space  the  stars  stretch  on  and 
on.  God  made,  not  one  star,  but 
stars  beyond  counting,  the  divine 
profusion  of  the  Milky  Way.  Mon 
has  recently  been  so  proud  to  have 
split  on  atom;  on  a million  suns  out 
there  in  space  atoms  hove  been  split- 
ting since  the  dawn  of  life  and  will 
continue  till  God  says,  "Enough!" 

Wonderful  stars!  They  are  the  in- 
spiration of  the  poet,  the  challenge 
to  the  scientist,  the  yardsticks  and 
measures  for  the  mathematician. 
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Nothing  else  in  visible  nature  so 
clearly  displays  the  power  of  God. 
Men  spend  a lifetime  trying  to  fathom 
the  elements  of  the  stars  and  in  the 
end  are  baffled  by  the  power  and 
the  beauty  of  them.  The  astronomer 
watches  their  rhythmic  dance  and 
learns  from  them  to  set  the  tempo 
for  music.  Stars  have  been  made  the 
basis  of  the  silly  superstitions  of 
astrology;  stars  have  dared  men 
in  the  most  intricate  of  sciences, 
astronomy. 

ON  that  far-off  first  Christmas  a 
new  Star  appeared.  It  moved 
through  the  sky,  a challenger  and  a 
guide.  It  paused  in  its  flight  to  rest 
upon  the  humblest  spot  of  earlh.  The 
creative  power  of  God  had  propelled 
through  space  a Star  to  serve  Him — 
as  an  archangel  had  served  as  mes- 
senger of  the  Incarnation,  and  as, 
legions  of  angels  were  to  furnish  the 
choir  for  the  newborn  King. 

Who  can  understand  stars?  God's 
casual  gesture  of  creation  . . . watch- 
men in  the  darkness  of  our  night. 
God  speaks,  ''Fiat  lux/'  and  the 
heavens  are  sprinkled  with  a harvest 
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of  stars.  Not  one  sun  and  its  pole 
mirror  the  moon,  but  a thousand, 
thousand  suns  and  moons  beyond 
counting.  Light  far  out  into  the  un- 
plumbed reaches  of  space,  stars  that 
man  has  never  seen,  will  never  see 
this  side  of  paradise. 

% 

Then  this  last  final  Star,  bright 
and  warm  and  beckoning ...  a Star 
on  which  man  could  wish  and  know 
fulfillment  of  his  fairest  dreams ...  a 
Star  that  rose  as  herald  of  the  King, 
as  signal  to  those  whose  faith  had 
watched  through  the  centuries  of 
night. 

So  Christmas  is  simple  as  a Star — 
yes  and  as  wonderful.  For  if  you 
fully  understand  the  Star,  you  under- 
stand the  power  of  God's  creation, 
the  power  of  the  Incarnation,  the 
power  of  the  Word,  by  whom  and 
in  whom  were  made  all  things  that 
are  made. 

^HEN  there  is  the  Child. 

We  talk  carelessly  of  the  sweet 
simplicity  of  infancy,  mistaking  help- 
lessness and  dependence  for  some- 
thing simple. 
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Children  are  not  simple.  They  ore 
the  complex  union  of  all  that  God 
had  ever  made  — from  the  creation 
of  the  first  spirit  to  the  formation  of 
the  first  man.  Every  child  born  into 
the  world  is  a synthesis  of  life  and 
love. 

Pitiful  as  is  the  figure  of  a new- 
born babe,  it  yet  holds  within  its 
tininess  all  the  elements  that  God 
used  in  creation,  all  that  con  moke 
a genius,  all  that  raised  men  to 
power  of  will  and  glory  of  intellect 
and  towering  of  achievement  and 
flowering  of  emotion. 

Each  babe  is  the  incarnate,  crea- 
tive love  of  a man  and  a woman, 
their  miraculous  sharing  of  the 
creative  power  of  God  the  Father. 
Humanity's  wholesome  love  of  self, 
manifested  in  its  love  of  every  child 
and  its  stern  determination  that  the 
race  shall  not  die,  shown  in  its  pro- 
tective love  for  infancy,  brings  about 
the  endless  repetition  of  birth  and 
the  glorious  cycle  of  the  love  of 
parents. 

Any  child  is  on  epitome  of  love, 
the  love  of  its  parents  and  the  crea- 
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tive  love  of  God  fashioning  for  the 
inchoate  body  its  immortal  soul. 

Yet  this  Child  is  above  all  chil- 
dren. He  is  the  Babe  of  all  man- 
kind's babes. 

In  Him  is  life,  and  His  life  is  the 
life  of  the  world. 

In  Him  love  meets  as  love  had 
never  met  before.  The  vaulting  love 
of  a Virgin  had  risen  to  love  God 
with  the  fullness  of  her  immaculate 
heart.  The  love  of  God  for  His  chil- 
dren had  seemed  to  focus  on  her 
spotless  womb.  The  love  of  a woman 
for  God  and  the  love  of  God  for  the 
fairest  of  His  creatures  had  united 
to  bring  to  birth  the  Son  of  God,  who 
loved  to  call  Himself  the  Son  of  man. 

CALVARY  was  a day  of  death. 
Christmas  was  a day  of  life. 

Calvary  saw  the  brief  triumph  of 
human  hate.  Christmas  saw  the  tri- 
umph of  divine  and  human  love. 

Calvary  saw  the  end  of  an  earthly 
pilgrimage  wrought  by  the  fierce 
lawlessness  of  God's  sons.  Christmas 
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saw  the  start  of  that  other  pilgrimage 
brought  about  by  the  fierce  desire 
of  God's  Son  for  the  happiness  of 
His  brothers  and  sisters. 

There  is  nothing  simple  about  a 
child,  surely  nothing  simple  about 
this  Child,  who  is  the  Son  of  God 
and  Mary.  Yet  if  you  could  under- 
stand the  wonder  of  any  child,  you 
could  understand  the  sweet  mystery 
of  love.  For  all  our  talk  about  it,  for 
all  our  poetry  and  our  philosophy, 
no  man  or  woman  has  fully  under- 
stood it  yet. 

But  if  you  could  understand  the 
wonder  of  this  Child  of  Bethlehem, 
you  could  understand  the  love  that 
drew  God  from  heaven  and  that 
lifted  a woman  to  be  the  pure,  im- 
maculate bride  of  the  Holy  Spirit. 

All  the  wonder  of  love  is  in  that 
Child  . . . the  obedient  love  that 
brought  the  Second  Person  of  the 
Trinity,  God  and  Savior,  to  a cave 
in  the  hillside;  all  the  love  of  mothers, 
climaxed  in  the  Madonna;  all  the 
questing  of  God's  love  through  the 
patient  centuries  as  in  Fatherly  love 
beyond  our  understanding  He  made 
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mcDi  to  His  image  and  drew  his 
resisting  soul  to  His  Father's  heart. 

WHOEVER  understands  the  love 
of  the  Christ  Child  understands 
.the  love  of  God  for  all  of  us.  Ah, 
but  who  does? 

Why  should  the  infinitely  perfect 
God,  complete  within  Himself,  know- 
ing happiness  without  need  or  limit, 
ever  have  bothered  with  creation? 
Only  this  we  know:  He  loved  the 
children  He  was  about  to  create,  and 
He  created  them  out  of  His  desire 
for  their  love.  God  needed  noth- 
hig,  yet  He  wanted  children.  Com- 
plete in  Himself,  He  yet  reached  out 
to  fashion  a man  and  a woman  with 
hearts  capable  of  loving  Him  forever. 

All  this  mystery  of  life  and  mystery 
of  love  are  forever  intertwined  in 
every  child.  But  this  Child  speaks  of 
God's  love,  displayed  in  creation 
and  in  recurrent  creation,  marked  by 
a humble  pleading  for  human  love. 

The  saints  hove  hung  eagerly  over 
the  Child  of  Bethlehem,  knowing  that 
if  they  understood  this  Child,  they 
would  know  why  God  made  all  of 
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US.  They  would  grasp  why  again 
and  again  He  forgave  the  rebels 
among  us.  They  would  fathom  His 
dealings  with  His  chosen  people  and 
the  reason  that  in  the  end  He  thus 
called  upon  His  only-begotten  Son 
to  live  and  die  for  the  saving  of  us, 
who  are  so  worthless. 


'^HEN  there  is  the  Stable. 

Surely  the  Stable  seems  a simple 
thing ...  a hole  in  the  hillside,  with 
rough  timbers  to  hold  the  roof  in 
place;  a manger  hollowed  out  of  a 
soft  log,  trampled  mud  interlaced 
with  straw  to  make  a floor.  We  have 
all  known  stables.  They  are  the  cen- 
ters of  form  life  and  in  a way  the 
centers  of  our  food  supply. 

Yet  this  Stable  rises  to  majesty 
and  sinks  into  mystery. 

For  it  is  the  symbol  of  the  Savior's 
incredible  humility. 

A humble  Savior?  the  Son  of  God 
becoming  weak  as  a babe,  lowly 
enough  to  accept  a stable  and 
straw? 
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How  con  proud  mortals  understand 
such  a contradiction? 

We  can  grasp  the  power  of  God — 
for  it  is  all  about  us — to  create  and 
preserve  us,  to  challenge  and  baffle 
us,  to  hold  us  secure  and  frighten 
us  in  moments  of  rebellion.  Power  is 
written  in  the  heart  of  the  molecule 
and  in  the  relentless  rushing  of  the 
great  planets. 

The  love  of  God  too  is  something 
we  con  see  and  feel  and  know.  It  is 
written  in  the  gold  of  wheat  fields 
and  the  juice  of  ripened  fruit.  It  is  , 
in  the  eyes  of  mothers  and  the  hands 
of  fathers.  It  takes  the  name  of  friend- 
ship and  copies  God  a little  through 
affection  and  service. 

If  once  we  accept  the  Child  of 
Bethlehem,  we  know  in  very  truth 
that  God  is  love.  For  this  Child  of 
our  Christmastide  is  love  incarnate. 
He  is  the  Word  made  flesh — and  the 
Word  was  with  God,  and  the  Word 
was  God.  The  Child  of  love  is  the 
love  of  God  Himself. 
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POWER  and  love  we  vaguely 
understand. 

But  humility? 

How  could  the  divine  Savior  be 
humble?  How  could  the  mighty  be 
lowly?  How  could  the  oll-powerfiol 
become  weak  infancy? 

Yet  all  this  is  true.  God  can  do 
the  very  things  that  we  proud  mor- 
tals would  find  humble — and  per- 
haps humiliating. 

God  seems  humble  with  the  humil- 
ity of  creation  as  in  tradesman  fash- 
ion He  makes  earth  as  the  dwelling 
place  for  His  sons  and  daughters.  He 
is  humble — as  love  is  always  humble 
— in  His  dealings  with  His  creatures, 
asking  love  from  those  who  refuse 
it  to  Him  or  who  give  it  grudgingly, 
wooing  love  with  the  outpourings  of 
His  gifts,  seeing  those  gifts  thrown 
away  upon  His  enemy  the  devil.  His 
relentless  adversary. 

Humbly  and  like  a servant  He  has 
given  slave-service  to  each  and  all. 
He  holds  life  in  balance,  even  the 
life  of  the  most  rebellious  sinner.  He 


seventeen 


provides  the  food  for  our  tables,  the 
clothes  for  our  backs.  He  is  humble 
in  His  repeated  forgiveness  of  sins 
and  in  His  rewelcoming  of  the  return- 
ing prodigal.  He  takes  back  to  His 
Father's  heart  the  ungracious  wretch 
smelling  of  the  pigsty  and  stained 
with  mud  and  manure. 

Now  he  sinks  the  service  of  the 
Incarnation  into  the  humble  setting 
of  the  Stable. 

Gods  unimaginable  nature  has 
sunk  itself  into  our  humble  flesh. 

The  creator  of  the  universe  has 
disguised  Himself  in  the  form  of  our 
Savior.  That  life  of  service  and' 
humble  labor  has  had  its  appropri- 
ate begirming.  From  the  Stable  to 
the  carpentershop  will  be  an  easy 
step.  From  the  rejection  by  the  vil- 
lagers to  the  rejection  by  His  people 
is  not  a far  distance.  The  one  of 
whom  Saint  Paul  cried  out  that  He 
had  emptied  Himself,  taking  the  form 
of  a slave,  now  lies  in  a shelter  not 
fit  even  for  a slave,  while  He  lets 
Himself  be  bound  in  swaddling 
clothes. 
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this  humility? 

Only  one  answer  can  be  given: 
God  loves  me,  and  true  love  is 
always  humble. 

Love  wants  to  serve  far  more  than 
it  wants  to  be  served.  It  longs  to  give 
and  is  slow  to  take.  It  asks  to  be 
permitted  the  privilege  of  pouring 
out  its  benefits  upon  the  beloved, 
and  it  is  heart-leapingly  grateful 
when  it  wins  in  return  a casual  smile 
of  gratitude. 

Love  wants  to  go  down  on  its 
knees.  It  longs  to  serve  with  lifted 
hands.  It  is  happiest  when  from  the 
depths  of  humility  it  can  look  up 
almost  in  adoration  at  the  one  it 
deeply  loves. 

So  God  is  humble  even  to  the 
Stable,  as  later  He  is  humble  even 
unto  death.  With  God,  as  with  true 
lovers  always,  love  is  humble.  God 
is  love.  And  God's  love  humbles 
Him  till  as  a servant  He  strives  to 
woo  us  and  win  us  through  personal 
devotion. 
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Yes  . . . Christmas  seems  decep- 
tively simple  when  we  say  that 
it  is  simple  as  a Star,  as  a Child,  os 
a Stable. 

Perhaps  that  sweet  simplicity  is 
the  reason  that  children  seem  to 
understand  it  best.  For  they  see  only 
the  brightness  of  the  Star  and  the 
smile  of  the  Child  and  the  accessi- 
bility of  the  Stable;  they  are  undis- 
turbed by  the  mysteries  that  lie  be- 
neath these  transparent  surfaces. 

Saints  understand  Christmas  too, 
coming  to  full  knowledge  only 
with  slow,  sweet  study  and  patient 
probings  of  the  divine.  They  hove 
learned  that  near  the  crib  they  con 
best  see  simple  manifestations  of 
life's  greatest  mysteries — the  power 
of  God,  the  love  of  God,  the  humility 
of  God. 

We  are  not  surprised  then  that 
Saint  Jerome,  doctor  of  the  Scriptures 
and  lover  of  the  life  of  Christ,  chose 
for  his  library  and  place  of  study, 
not  the  great  universities  of  earth. 
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but  the  manger  of  Bethlehem.  There 
he  knew  he  could  find  what  no  book 
offers;  he  studied,  not  a folio  or  a 
parchment,  but  the  Word  of  God 
Himself.  From  the  manger  he  wrote 
to  all  the  ages  what  He  had  learned 
of  the  heights  of  God's  power,  the 
expanse  of  God's  love,  the  depths  of 
God's  humility. 

The  world  that  does  not  know 
Christ  and  that  would  reject  Him 
were  He  to  knock  at  their  doors  to- 
day still  accepts  the  simplicities  that 
ore  the  outward  signs  of  Christmas. 

Men  toss  a thousand  tinseled  stars 
into  their  dark  sky.  They  place  the 
image  of  the  Christmas  Child  even 
in  shopwindows.  They  beautify  the 
Stable  in  order  to  sell  it  as  a delight- 
ful toy  or  a graceful  table  ornament. 

Even  these  surface  things  bring 
them  something  of  Christmas  joy 
and  something  of  the  happiness  that 
Christ  meant  to  bestow  through  His 
birth. 
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But  we  who  love  the  Christmas- 
tide  for  its  deeper  and  richer 
meanings  cannot  be  content  with 
just  these  outward  things. 

We  know  the  Star  of  Christmas; 
but  we  see  it  as  the  glorious  mani- 
festation of  the  vast,  creative,  pro- 
tective, redeeming,  sanctifying  power 
of  the  Almighty. 

We  see  the  Babe  of  Bethlehem, 
but  to  us  He  is  the  manifestation  of 
God's  inexplicable  love  poured  out 
on  a love-hungry  world. 

We  enter  the  Stoble-cave,  bowing 
low  in  humility,  knowing  with  shame 
our  pride  os  we  stand  in  the  pres- 
ence of  God's  lowliness. 

And  in  the  Star,  the  Child,  and  the 
Stable  we  find  at  Christmastide  our 
joy  and  our  reassurance. 

For  we  serve  and  love  and  hail 
the  birth  of  a God  who  has  the  power 
to  do  whatever  we  ask. 

We  ore  sure  that  His  love  is  vast 
enough  to  grant  our  every  worthy 
petition. 
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The  humility  with  which  He  serves 
us  gives  us  proof  positive  that  He 
will  serve  us  again  in  every  need 
and  in  every  supplication. 

CHRISTMAS  is  wonderfully  simple. 

But  Christmas  is  beautifully 
profound. 

To  us  Christmas  is  incredibly  dear/ 
since  it  brings  within  reach  of  our 
prayerful  hands  the  power  of  the 
creator,  the  love  of  the  Child  Jesus, 
the  humble  service  of  the  Trinity, 
which  made  and  redeemed  and  sanc- 
tifies us  in  anticipation  of  the  eternal 
Christmas  of  our  souls. 
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